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“Personal family narratives are really great because they
show a diversity of families. Diversity is the way to go for
| people. Monoculture doesn’t work. Then you get this grey
| amorphous mass of mediocrity to set a creative standard
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This zine on family language emerged from a capétone
class Idid in my undergraduate women’s studies
program. The idea of family language encompasses the
words and terms we use to describe family members and
our relationships to them. Family language was not a new
topic of engagement for me, but I don’t know if I ever

would have expanded upon my own personal experiences
’ W1th it, if not for thIs prq]ect

When I was elght one of ments transﬂnoned from
male to female and the process of describing my family
connections through language became complicated in a,
way they never had been before. In the fourteen years
since then, I have internally reflected and had countless
conversations with my family about the many factors
 that shape the la.nguage we use

When I ha.d the opportumty to choose a toplc for my
‘resea.rch project, I was drawn to this because I was

=3 for other queer families. This project has provided a space

| to explore the different dynamics of family language in

[ addition to my own experiences. Over the course of two

%é months, I interviewed eleven different people and gained &g;

— numerous insights from their experiences with language &

& and family. All of the quotes found in the zine that arein M
italics are from these participants. Accompanying these |

B] quotes, I have tried to sum up, in my own writing, general

'l themes and ideas from the interviews. Thank you to

‘¥ everyone who shared with me in this process. I have

i learned a tremendous amount and through this zine I

|l hope to share in some of this learning.
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“Language is not a theoretical problem; it is a lived issue.

you know what I mean? People are dealing with life daily
on the fly and they don’t always have the luxury of
reflecting on gender roles, theoretically, in the safety, if
you will, of a women and gender studies class. I mean
people’s jobs are on the line, people’s families are on the
line, in some cases their lives can be on the line, because
of the terrible violence that still is directed towards same-

And because of that there is a kind of immediacy to it. Do
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Language is socially constructed, and once rules of
language have been applied they have a habit of becoming
self-validating and self-perpetuating. Despite its
constructed nature, it can be hard to imagine new
possibilities, or to be regarded as legitimate when the old
rules of language do not apply. “For when a society has
dev:ie”loped a particular pattern for meaning, those who do
not abide by it are being unreasonable in its terms” *
(Spender, 1980, B). In spite of this, the rules of language
are broken at times. We have countless examples of
changes in language that seek to address its inadequacies

and misrepresentations. -
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Language holds cultural knowledge and through it we
communicate more than just the words we speak. - |
Language shapes meaning and connects, identifies,
explains, and classifies others and the world around us.
“Social relations are mediated through language—
everything we do and think, we do through language—and
thus analysis of language can be seen as a, clear index of
the way individuals negotiate with social forces” (Mills &
Mullany, 2011, 1).

Certain identities are legitimated and privileged by
having access to commonplace language. If people are not
validated or represented by language, they either must
decide to work within the parameters of the language
available to them, or they must bend and stretch
language to fit themselves and their relationships. This ig
not an éa.sy task, working within language is often
inadequate and challenging language can be
overwhelming. “Language is not an insignificant
dimension. To be inferior when it comes to language is to
be frequently discounted” (Spender, 1980. 10). Language,
or lack of language, plays a significant role in creating
and sustaining certain social values and norms.

How do these ideas about the
bower of language apply to
families? it




For those of us who do not fit within the heterosexual
nuclear family model, we have rarely been well-
represented or included in family language and
narratives. If we recognize this and work towards
language that incorporates a, multiplicity of identities, we
can send the message that these family connections and
identities should be respected and legitimized. In Jacquie
Gabbs study on lesbian motherhood, she quotes Firestone
who sajys, “[o]ur community should fulfill itg
responsibility to provide our families with the necessary
words to describe our reality...[h]aving nouns to
accurately describe who we are could assert the )
credibility our relationships deserve” (20085, p. 596).
This is not an insignificant message to send, as many
queer families still fight against discrimination, in .
language and beyond, that seeks to invalidate their
relationships.

’

our

“Language gets complicated when you don’t have the
standard stereotypical two-parent family.”

date in




“I feel like it is hard
fito describe my famlly with the

Tvailable language without thefs
needing to be a story
that accompanies it.”

When terms are not readily available to describe our

families, it can become necessary to tell narratives to
properly explain our connections. Telling these
narratives can require a willingness to share more
personal information than is comfortable or socially
acceptable. However, this depth of information is often
required to feel like our realities are respected and
honoured. It takes energy, time, and sometimes trust to
tell people these narratives, and so many of us decideon a §
situation specific basis about what we will share. We can
use various terms and different levels of language and
narratives to adjust to the kind of situation we are in and
the people we are talking to.




€nsure the

When we first try to share about our family connections,
it can be a very emotional and selective process. The
differences that separate our families from “normative
families” can seem very large and significant, and the
need to protect our family and ourselves through silence
can be strong. However, once we have moved past some
of these fears, the need to stay silent and “in the closet”
can be broken down in many ways. We can realize that
even if we do not have proper terms or language, it is just
as much our right, as any other family, to talk about the
people who we care about deeply. Sharing our family
narratives can be a moment to break down negative
assumptions about non-traditional families and
destabilize the norms about who makes a good parent,
sibling, child, partner etc.

“If people asked me what was it like to be raised by gay
parents, its like, well what was it like to be raised by
straight parents?...They could have been horrible parents
and gay. They weren’t they were wonderful parents, but
that wasn’t because they were gay.”

e e et



“Sometimes I don’t want to tell the narrative of my family
because I get such a sensational response. And sometimes
it is easier to just stick with inadequate words than to
feed that sensationalism by opening up. I think the
sensational response, even when it comes from people
who are well-intentioned, is another form of
discrimination against my family.”

Despite the power of sharing our narratives, it is also impogtant
to remember it is not an obligation. Often queer identities
within a family can be met with sensationalized
responses. When we use certain words to describe our
fa.inﬂy members, such as, gay, trans, polyamorous, etc.,
we can be exposed to a consumptive and inappropriate
curiosity about how that part of their identity affects
their relationship to us. This can be hurtful and
frustrating to say the least, and also reinforces the binary
~f heteronormative identities as “normal”, and queer
family members as “deviant”. i

Sexuality, gender, and relationship status, are not
monolithic defining factors for anybody. And yet, when
we use non-heteronormative characteristics to describe
our families, many people can hear little else. Remember
that it is not your obligation to respond to people’s
curiosity or put up with sensationalism about your family |
connections. Our personal narratives are our own, and we
are never obligated to use them to engage with others.
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“If you are openly transgender it comes with ¢
freedom. But that is not for everybody. And if you do not
want to be openly transgender, you can often become
discontinuous with your past. So all of a sudden my ex-
% wife becomes my ex-husband, and there are all kinds of
| transfers of gender roles and information that
occur...Because I have sought normalcy in my life, then
my narrative has to be one where I literally reconstruct |
& my past and feel the pressure in doing that. And of -
{8 course that also means that if we are together we all
have to get our stories straight about what the past is.
J48 And yet the alternative is to provide people with
. ll conflicting information, which makes them think
| immediately, what is going on here? And that can
actually put the narratlve of the transgendered

It hasn’t always been mygto share. My need to share
whlch has sometimes been therapeutic, has been
_ overridden by my need to protect and respect others rlght
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"As many of us are We]_l aware, it is difficult to think or' use
the English language without relying on the gender i

- binary. Language does not hold much room for people

who do not identify with either gender, or have more
fluidity within their gender. It is difficult to introduce or
connect ourselves to someone without using the gender
binary. By using the plural pronoun, “they”, or non- :
- gendered identifiers like child, parent, or mblmg, we often
invoke confusmn



There can be invisibility in the experiences and identities
of trans or gender queer people within our language, as
most family words only give us the male or female oi)tion. '
IE mi.kzgg the switch from aunt to uncle, daughter to son,

| girlfriend to boyfriend, a person’s trans or queer identity,
is not fully recognized. " :

~

9=

What do moments of invisibility or silence tell us in
7 language? Authors such as Adrienne Rich view moments
of silence within language as a form of discrimination,;

~ “[i]n a world where language and naming are power,
silence is oppression, is violence” (quoted in Spender,
1980, 59). Silences within language can also be seen as
spaces of opportunity, where identities and roles are not |
rigidly defined and constrained, = 5

o

Whether we see the silences in our language around non-
traditional families and heteronormative identities as
forms of discrimination, as spaces of unscripted freedom,
or as somewhere in between. There are many moments -
where our language cannot account for the nuances of
our identities and connections. What we do with these
‘spaces of silence and areas of linguistic limbo is what
really matters.” - -~ - ' S
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“There is a difference between having my children at
home with me and being able to express full love toward
each other in a way that is direct and immediate as
compared to when we go out into the ‘outside world’ or
‘social world’. Where people are, in a sense, looking for
more information about our relationship and making
assumptions. So I think I would say the relations inside
the house are much more cordial and, in a sense, more
easily managed because we have the reality of the love
and of who we are.”

“I know that through the rest of our lives language is
going to be a mediation. And I think this work, in a sense,
is never done. But is life’s work ever done? That is the
whole idea. And we should just b_é grateful that we,are al
| ﬁappy, healthy and enjoy the process.” '

“I'try not to put labels on him when I am with him
because the labels that I use might be passé by the time I
use them. So I try to be as open as I can to the fact that it
Is a fluid journey and I have no idea when he is 40 who
he’ll be or where he will be, but we will be there
together.” \




| y anguage can present great challenges a
times, our relationships are much more profound than

Tm‘thin those relationships strongly outcompetes any
1§§ues we may face in defining them. If anything, those
Uneasy moments within language can strengthen our

5
: s words that we use.
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Many of us recognize that this will be an ongoing process,
which will never be finished or complete. Throughout our

the idea of having signifiers that remain stable, to
represent shifting relationships and fluid identities,

adjusting and changing with our families that grounds

our relationship to language. The love, care and respect
that we hold for these people, will always mean more than

any words that we use.
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“I feel like language is inadequate, but at the same time 1
question what else I am looking for, like do I really want
another term?”

Wittig considers 1 t bea,nt rer of
materiality” and, as such, an institution that can be
radically transformed (Butler, 1990, 44). However,

'figurmg out what we mean by transforming language is
no easy feat. Language and labels, by definition, are

exclusionary. We will always leave someone out or
misrepresent with the labels we create. In creating new
terms to incorporate more people, we automatically fall
into the trap of excluding others. As such, we can produce.
a never-ending cycle of word creation that will always fail
to account for the people it excludes.




This is why an overwhelming number of acronyms and
names have developed within the queer community. We
continue to try to create new terms to account for those
who the old terms have left out. Judith Butler refers to
this phenomenon as the “embarrassing etc.”(1990).
While it is important to recognize the restrictive and
exclusionary nature of language, attempting to open up
language through word creation and “alphabet soup”
(GLBTQIA...) can be very inaccessible, and ultimately
fails to dismantle the exclusion we seek to change.

with our family may not be ideal, they are the terms that
we have decided on together and, as such, we create a
relationship with that language. So, even though the
creation of new words may be closer to our family rea.lity,

a cha.nge to new language may not feel comfortable or
appropriate.

Given these challenges, instead of looking to create new

sets of words, transformation may more effectively mean

broadening our conceptions of family language to include

& more opportunities for freedom of self-expression. To

B create a context in which self-determined identities are

i respected and considered legitimate, and where the

© gender binary is not assumed. Mainly this transformative
space can be seen as a place to have your own realities

B respected and recognized, where language doesn’t

fl construct you to fit it, but you are free to choose and

construct language to fit you.
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“So many families, so many of us, are not in traditional
nuclear families and, yet, even though we don’t have the
words to show it, these people are intensely important to

What exactly does an alternative family look like? If you
: take a look around, we see more “non-traditional” family
models than we expect. In many ways, the families that
have been constructed as on the margins and periphery
of the nuclear family are greater than the center. As a,
result, we will continue to see ideas and language around
what makes a “family” destabilize to include and account
for the people who do not see themselves or their families
represented in this depiction.
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In reflecting on the process of working on this project
(interviews, secondary research and zine-making), there
are a few ideas that stood out in my mind ag important

suggestions to pass along abput f 19.11gue .

Some ul tis from my br o yours:
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eq in with others. Have dialogues and

disc ission. Ask what pbeople want to be called and
= 2) Be self-reﬂe_ptive.
about whether you
for others, for your

tie you tether.; 5

j"Don ¢ be « e. Fee

RS kiR

Assess on an ongoing bagis
need to rework your language
self, or for the narratives that

And try to be open when family members need
& changes with la.ge.

-
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4) You don’t have to use new words to be

progressive. By listening to and being in process
: <& With the people you care about, you are doing
= “Something radical.

. 5) Let people self-define. Don’t make assumptions

about people’s identities, pronouns, or families. By
doing so, you are helping to transform language!
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